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At	the	turn	of	the	21st	century,	Lilly	Endowment,	Inc.,	issued	a	call	for	proposals	that	was	as	
audacious	as	it	was	enticing.		It	challenged	Christian	colleges,	many	of	whom	had	long	since	
downplayed	any	substantive	import	of	their	religious	designation,	to	design	programs	that	
would	invite	students,	along	with	faculty	and	staff,	into	intentional	reflection	on	leading	a	
purposeful	life.	The	enticing	part	was	the	$50,000	for	planning	and	the	$2	million	for	
implementation.		There	were	88	successful	proposals	from	a	wide	array	of	schools	(from	small	
and	insular	to	big	and	elite);	and	in	2007-10,	Tim	Clydesdale	was	commissioned	by	Lilly	to	
evaluate	the	program.		He	did	in-depth	studies	of	26	of	the	schools,	including	interviews	with	
284	students	and	274	faculty	and	staff.		And	he	set	that	work	in	the	context	of	interviews	with	
65	students	at	non-funded	comparison	schools	and	a	survey	of	over	2000	program	participants.		
	
This	book	is	in	large	measure	the	report	on	that	evaluation,	but	it	is	also	a	carefully-argued	
sociological	analysis	of	organizational	change.		Clydesdale	critically	assesses	and	compares	the	
characteristics	of	program	personnel,	structure,	and	content,	as	well	as	each	program’s	fit	in	
the	larger	organizational	ecology	and	local	culture.		He	identified	strategic	blunders	and	
surprising	successes.		As	a	result,	one	contribution	of	this	book	is	its	practical	utility	for	any	
other	college	that	might	want	to	follow	suit.	
	
One	might	approach	such	a	book	with	a	bit	of	skepticism,	of	course.		First	and	foremost,	there	is	
the	sample	–	Christian	colleges	–	but	also	the	distorting	effect	of	money.		Indeed,	Clydesdale	
himself	is	quite	frank	about	his	own	skepticism	and	the	measures	he	put	in	place	to	ensure	
independence.		What	compelled	him	and	will	compel	readers	are	the	demonstrable	long-term	
effects	of	these	programs.		Post-graduation,	students	who	participated	are	more	satisfied	with	
their	lives	and	generally	more	mature,	on	a	number	of	reliable	measures,	than	are	comparable	
students	who	had	no	such	exposure.		And	88%	of	the	schools	that	participated	chose	to	
continue	some	or	all	of	the	program	components	after	the	funding	ran	out.	
	
These	findings	are	reported	in	both	raw	numbers	and	engaging	stories.		One	of	the	strengths	of	
the	book	is	its	presentation	of	cases	that	illustrate	patterns	in	interestingly-complex	ways.		The	
individual	data	are	also	set	in	the	larger	context	of	perceived	crises	in	higher	education	and	
citizenship.		We	all	want	students	to	become	capable	and	socially	responsible	citizens	and	
neighbors,	but	we	don’t	think	we	can	demand	anything	of	them.		And	there	are	real	structural	
shifts	that	help	to	account	for	the	angst.		Careers	don’t	last.		Households	are	in	constant	flux.		
How	do	we	situate	ourselves	and	make	a	meaningful	life	when	there	is	so	little	predictability?	
	
The	larger	answer	that	emerges	in	this	book	is	that	young	adults	need	to	build	resilience	for	
those	challenges	from	some	combination	of	attention	to	relationships	and	to	narratives.	What	
these	vocational	programs	did	was	to	create	spaces	where	people	could	learn	to	ask	what	
makes	a	life	good	and	significant,	and	where	they	had	intellectual	and	relational	resources	for	
those	conversations.	The	comprehensiveness	of	the	programs	also	meant	that	participants	
came	to	identify	with	each	other	and	recognize	each	other	as	conversation	partners	outside	the	
program	itself.		The	importance	of	having	a	supportive	community	was	also	apparent	in	the	
post-college	effects.		Participants	maintained	their	vocational	sensibilities,	their	resilience	and	
life	satisfaction,	but	especially	if	they	were	also	in	a	congregation	or	congregation-surrogate.		
These	colleges	had	the	resources	to	create	the	necessary	spaces	–	leadership,	inducements,	
time.		And	where	they	created	communities,	provided	deep	stories	of	tradition,	and	also	gave	
people	opportunities	to	try	out	what	they	were	learning,	they	were	remarkably	successful.	
	
Measuring	success	is	the	trick,	of	course.		The	indicators	of	life	satisfaction	and	maturity	and	
even	retention	rates	are	all	positive,	and	they	are	quite	convincing.		Those	who	participated	are	
different	–	in	good	ways	–	from	those	who	didn’t.		But	it	is	also	clear	that	these	programs	fit	the	
orientations	of	some	students	better	than	others.	Clydesdale	helpfully	names	the	kinds	of	
students	he	encountered.		The	“compulsive	achievers”	were	too	busy	for	vocation;	the	
“utilitarians”	didn’t	see	the	point;	the	“rebels”	wouldn’t	want	to	do	something	so	conventional,	
and	the	party	crowd	only	showed	up	after	leaving	the	“beer	and	circus”	version	of	college	
behind.		Those	four	categories,	of	course,	name	most	of	the	students	on	many	campuses.		The	
programs	succeed	best	with	the	“reforming	activists”	and	the	“future	intelligentsia,”	those	
perhaps	already	most	attuned	to	a	purposeful	life.		In	other	words,	the	kind	of	conversation	
these	programs	engendered,	with	their	call	to	a	life	lived	beyond	the	self,	is	going	up	against	a	
very	great	deal	of	cultural	and	institutional	noise.	
	
In	spite	of	the	potential	skepticism	one	might	bring	and	the	obstacles	presented	by	that	cultural	
noise,	this	book	is	an	important	addition	to	the	conversation	about	higher	education	and	about	
citizenship.		While	the	sample	is	not	representative	of	all	institutions,	this	book’s	careful	
attention	to	organizational	processes	and	processes	of	individual	identity	formation	
nevertheless	provide	important	new	insights.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
